Buildings are a peculiar brand ofcultural artifact. They are both time-and energy-consuming, and require complicated planning, financing, and a multitude of skills to build. Over time, they acquire multiple functions, meanings, and associations that may or may not conform to the intentions of their original builders. But they have one consistent physical trait: they are usually anchored in place (save for temporary exhibition pavilions
and the like, which can be disassembled). To look at buildings, the viewer must either see them //( situ, or rely on illustrations, descriptions, or representations. Thus, the documentation of buildings has always been essential to conveying architectural knowledge, and entails a continuous process of refinement and calibration as well as a careful decision about the modes of presentation that w ill best convey vital information.
Generally speaking, three modes of documentation exist: verbal, graphic, and representational. The first includes any language-based description of a building (whether oral or written). The second comprises all the graphic methods that aim at representing the various aspects of a building; these include plans, facades, crosssections, and three-dimensional transcriptions, but not direct depiction. Such images usually involve some kind of codified depiction of a real or constituted spatial impression, one that requires specialized knowledge for applying the code on the part of the draftsperson as well as the viewer. The third mode, which 1 term "representational," encompasses all the ways in which a building is represented as closely as possible to its actual appearance. These include all pictorial, perspectival. and photographic techniques from the simplest sketches to the most sophisticated photogrammetry. perspective-correcting photography, computer rendering systems, and. of course, modeling.
These three modes of architectural documentation occupy a historical continuum but do not succeed one another in chronological order. We do not know exactly when and where each appeared, but we suspect that some form of visual representation preceded verbal description as a means of documenting buildings at the dawn of history. At least this is what some cave paintings, with their putative depictions of tent structures, seem to suggest. The three modes have coexisted in certain places and traditions, as they do now all over the world. But this has not always been the case. They sometimes existed in pairs or alone only to disappear, to be replaced by another mode, and then to reappear at a later time.
The choice of one or another mode depends primarily, but not absolutely, on technical skills and technological advances. Culture also plays an important role in the choice, especially where the technical skills exist that will allow all three modes to be used. In these cases, the dominance of a certain mode can be seen as a reflection of a cultural preference or a cultural attitude (and by culture, I mean both architectural culture and culture in the broad sense). Some cultures have favored the visual over the verbal while others have opted for the verbal over the visual regardless of technological capacity. Those choices have always been a reflection of and operative in particular cultures.
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In the Western tradition, for example, one might consider the drawings of a Borromini or a Bernini as a kind of apogee of the graphic expression of architecture whose visual power supersedes the need for any textual description. By contrast, medieval Islamic cultures in general developed a highly complex system for the verbal description of buildings, all the while eschewing the need for graphic representation. Verbal description was adopted in a wide range of written genres: geographical treatises (masalik), topographical tracts (khitat), travel and pilgrimage literature (kutub al-ziyarat), chancery and taxation manuals (kiitiib al-kharaj), and cartography (sural alard). These flourished in the Islamic world from around the ninth to the early sixteenth century; by 1530 images of the urban fabric began to appear at the Ottoman court.
The dependence on language manifests itself most clearly in the legal domain, where waqfox endowment deeds used verbal description -without any graphic representation whatsoever -as the exclusive means of documenting buildings for property and appraisal purposes. The institution of the waqf'\i an old and venerable Islamic legal-fiscal system for organizing charity, social services, and the management and inheritance of real estate and agricultural land.' Wai/f is believed to have first appeared in the days of the Prophet Muhammad when he endowed a certain orchard for all Muslims, which implies that the term and the practice might be pre-lslamic.
But this is impossible to verify given the sources at our disposal. By the medieval period, the u(/(//'system had spread all over the Islamic world and beyond. It had also developed a language and a procedure for documenting buildings that satisfied contractual and legal requirements, that reflected an interest in the purely socioeconomic dimensions of architecture, and that formulated a specific vision of the role of buildings in urban space.
-A waqf deed is a written document that lists a series of properties to be endowed in perpetuity for a specific charitable or personal purpose. This includes the construction and maintenance of a religious or educational building, the support of a group of people devoted to a certain function or related to the vrat// provider, and the provisions for fulfilling the needs of a particular institution. Documenting a building in a iiy/;// usually begins with a recording of its surroundings: the buildings, streets, and urban artifacts facing or abutting it in all directions. This sets the boundaries of the building and frames it within its urban context. Then comes the sequential description of the building's interior spaces as they are seen by a person walking though it. The description ordinarily begins with the entrance and then moves in a set direction in order to enumerate the various aspects and features of each space. In most cases, the description covers an entire level before moving to the upper levels. The author of the Maty/typically pays more attention to circulation-focusing on windows, doors, and the specific functions of spatial zones-than to appearance. With the exception of listing particularly expensive building materials or indicating that a certain ornamental surface was made by employing a certain technique, physical and spatial qualities are not mentioned in the waqf.
Yet \i«(//authors were clearly engaged in documenting buildings. They brought to the verbal description of architecture a new level of sophistication in which even formulaic expressions carried specific connotations. The rhetorical subtlety of the u(/(//not only affected the value and desirability of the structure being described, but also captured in words what the culture in general deemed important in buildings. That is. they also revealed the architectural, urban, and, ultimately, sociocultural preferences and biases of the authors. In their eyes, the status of the building as a visible and static whole was much less important than its experiential quality or its functional capacity, two attributes that language can transmit with great power. A building, moreover, was never seen as a separate object; it could only make sense as a component in an urban context or in the landscape, probably a reflection of the prevalent forms of dense layout in the city. Otherwise, hardly any description of an urban facade can be found in uy/i// documents. Only the location of entrances and the position of minarets were noted, emphasizing the link between the public space of the street and the building proper. Even interior spaces were seen in the context of their connectivity and functionality and never as an abstract arrangement of spaces or volumes. Their architectural characteristics were, in sum. never noted except as a means to indicate how they were accessed and whether or not they had built-in usable spaces such as recesses, niches, and alcoves.
One of the pressing questions here is whether cultural proclivity dictated the technique of documentation (i.e. verbal as opposed to graphic), or whether technical limitations imposed on a culture a given mode of documentation. The answer is far from settled, to be sure, and cannot be definitive. Yet Islamic cultures used graphic documentation in many other fields such as mathematics, pharmacology, botany, zoology, and even entertainment.
That these cultures did not choose to use it in architectural documentation is therefore hardly the result of technical incapacity. My sense is that the choice had to do primarily with the division of labor in hierarchized medieval and early modern societies, where buildings and writing about buildings were the separate domains of two different social groups that did not easily communicate with each other. Builders belonged to modest social classes and building trades were relegated to the artisanal realm, with very little historical or intellectual interest shown in their pursuits.' Describing buildings was left to the "men of the pen," who belonged to the upper echelons of society and hardly acknowledged the builders or their language and means of representation. When they had to document buildings either for the ua(//documents or in other documents, these "men of the pen" did so in their usual medium of expression, which was rhetorical rather than graphical (at which they had no reason to be skilled and with which they were traditionally unfamiliar). I suspect that it is only in places and times where builders were also speakers for and interpreters of buildings that we see the dominance of graphic over verbal modes of documentation.
